Benjamin Brodie must be considered as one of the founders of modern orthopaedic surgery'. He was born the fourth of six children to the Revd Peter Brodie, Rector of Winterslow. Educated at home, Brodie came to London in 1801 to study medicine. His progress was rapid and his early training is well outlined in the biography by Holmes published in 18932. His active career at George's started at the age of 25 on the retirement of Sir Everard Home.
Brodie presented a paper to the Royal Society in 1810 on 'Dissection of a foetus with no heart'. Although he described this work as having 'little or no value' it gave him entry into the Society. The same year he delivered the Croonian Lecture on 'the influence of the brain on the action of the heart and the generation of animal heat'. He was awarded the Copley Medal in 1811 for his physiological researches, and in 1816 he married Ann Sellon, the daughter of a barrister. They lived for three years at 22 Sackville Street before moving to Saville Row. They had a daughter and two sons, one of whom also became a Fellow of the Royal Society.
The next 30 years were his most productive, with major contributions coming in two areas. The first was his study of joint disease, and the second was the re-organization of surgical training. In 1818 he On 19 November 1845 at St George's, Brodie delivered a lecture on the topic for which he is best rememberedchronic osteomyelitis; later to become known as Brodie's abscess. The account of this condition preceded radiography but is so accurate that one can at once image the X-ray appearance. In this lecture he presented the history of a young man he saw in 1824. The patient had suffered an enlargement of the lower tibia and had continual pain which was worse at night. Again, Brodie referred to the psychological consequences suffered by this man who had complained of this condition for 12 years: 'It made his life miserable and his nervous system irritableone effect of which was it spoiled his temper and this produced another set of symptoms in addition to those which were a direct consequence of the local malady.' Amputation was recommended and duly performed. He describes the specimen thus: 'There was a cavity filled with dark coloured pus with a smooth inner surface. The bone surrounding it was harder than usual'. He concluded with some regret and the benefit of 20 years hindsight that the limb could have been saved. He went on to describe a second patient with another tibial lesion who was successfully treated by trephining.
Undoubtedly Brodie's other major contribution was in improving medical and surgical training. The general public in the first half of the 19th century were very suspicious of the medical profession and quite rightly so. Pickwick Papers reputed to be one of Brodie's favourite books, was published in the 1830s. In it, Dickens describes surgeons as 'old saw bones'. Even more alarming is his description of a medical student of the day. 'He presented altogether rather a mildewy appearance and emitted a fragrant odour of full flavoured cubas [cigars]'. Brodie was determined to change this image. At that time, qualifications for the Royal College of Surgeons involved just an oral examination. By the end of an hour's questioning candidates would either be passed or referred back to their studies. Only in the event of indecision was the candidate required to write an exam. Brodie examined 64 of these written papers and found only 40 ofthe 64 candidates could spell properly. He feared . ; . . . Brodie was without doubt a great man. He was one of the first to speak out against smoking, and his description of the death of Sir Robert Peel from a fractured clavicle is fascinating. He was a man of great depth, with something wise and constructive to say on most subjects. He was honest, a very hard working scholar and an exceptionally good surgeon.
His estimate of what to expect from life is well worth remembering:
Do not begin life expecting too much of it. No one can avoid his share of anxieties and difficulties. You will see persons who seem to enjoy such advantages of birth and fortune that they can have no difficulties to contend with; and some of you may be tempted to claim 'how much is their lot to be preferred to mine'. A moderate experience of the world will teach you not to be deceived by these false appearances. They have not your difficulties, they have their own and those in whose path no real difficulties are placed will make their own, there is no greater happiness in life than that of surmounting difficulties.
